You felt much better after moving to the city. The trees looming over the streets at night were gone. You were no longer faced with those roots clawing fiercely at the earth. Spindly willows and ginkgos were all there were, and even they were not spared an annual spring pruning. Finally you were able to sleep soundly in the comfort of clean pavement, streetlights, and crosswalks.
In time, you learned to play video games, smoke cigarettes, and drive. You could tell the good people from the bad, and acquired the skill of picking up women who caught your fancy. You got yourself a passport and a credit card, and thought no more about those who'd disappeared from your life. You bought a pager and three years later upgraded to a cell phone, and now you could speed dial every last one of your friends. Such was your existence.
And now? You're looking at a tree. You're in a steamy, muggy place, you've come to a stop, and before you stands a fig tree that would dwarf a five-story building. You're listening to time, listening in the presence of this majestic life form whose origin no one can know, except that it sprang from a single seed lodged in the feathers of a passing bird.
The clouds scud by. The monsoon winds carry the scent of rain. and not forceful enough to disturb the stack. You knew, better than anyone, that this little clatter took place every day, not only in your dish rack but in other homes, everywhere, all the time. But to you that day, it came as a surprise. You figured it was natural for wet dishes to shift; in fact, according to the laws of gravity, that's what they' d be expected to do. That tremor was the most natural of movements, really. And in this world, weren't there such moments? You felt you had just witnessed one of them, a moment at which an insignificant clatter sets off a chain reaction leading to a momentous event.
The butterfly effect, that's what it's called. A butterfly flaps its wings in Beijing, and California is hit by a typhoon. This was still on your mind as you finished your coffee. That clatter, you were thinking, might just blow apart my life. It was just a hunch, but you couldn't shake it.
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Leaving Bangkok, you arrived at the border village of Aranya Prathet, where you crossed over to Cambodia after a short stop at customs. You felt as though time were flowing backwards. Back in Thailand you were in your twenties, but here in Cambodia you felt younger. You saw barefoot boys, soldiers with automatic weapons slung over their shoulders, and a dirt road stretching all the way to the horizon. On the other side of this line-the border-lay a completely different world. You didn't look back. You simply hauled yourself into a pickup truck with some of the local people. It was smaller than a one-ton pickup, but it managed to carry you and sixteen other passengers. The vehicle rocked wildly along the road, which had been pitted by the monsoon rains. There were three flat tires along the way, and the wooden bridges were damaged.
The small truck pushed along for six hours, a constant swirl of dust clouded the windows, and the passengers held fast to the side handles to keep from falling out.
It was only when the driver had to change a flat tire that you The day of the clatter, you got the message from your girlfriend that she was leaving you. You knew it was coming. A dish clattered, its tremor upsetting dishes in other homes, making dogs bark, which in turn set babies crying, which upset their mothers, whose anxieties were whisked along the phone lines to the workplaces of their husbands, one of whom ended up upsetting your girlfriend who was working with him at that moment. As far as the butterfly effect goes, it could have been a lot worse. You should have played desperate-said don't leave me, I need you, I can't live without you. But you didn't. There you were, talking to her on the phone, and all you could hear was that clatter of dishes.
There was a reason you gave in so easily. You knew, you were certain it was all because of the morning clatter. That clatter was driving you both toward disaster. Your tone of voice grew more strained, her strings tighter. You didn't mean for it to happen, but your words dug into her body like the teeth of a saw.
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You were completely sapped of strength when you arrived in Siem Reap, the nearest city to Angkor. It had been twelve hours since you left Bangkok, and the last six were a nightmare. But then again, you were the one who hadn't listened when someone said it was crazy to travel to Angkor by land. The smart thing would have been to start from Phnom Penh and go up the Mekong, but you ignored that, too. And your reward was a body grimy from the heat and dust.
You threw your bags down in a dollar-fifty-a-night guesthouse.
The wall against your bed crawled with spiders the size of your fist and lizards. You closed your eyes and sank into your bunk bed.
When you woke up, it was morning. The spiders were gone. All When you finally got the message and went to the hospital, they were gone. A nurse explained that the mother had been transferred to another hospital for a bigger operation. Her arteries had to be reconnected. You hesitated, then hesitated again, then gave up and headed for home. Her mother might die. It would be a pathetic, lonely funeral. And your girlfriend would probably fall apart. A guitar, its neck snapped in two. This is all because of the clatter, you kept thinking. A dish clattered, your girlfriend left you, and her mother slit her wrists. Your girlfriend's taut strings had loosened; she was probably lapsing into hysterical fits back home, trapped by the similarities between her mother's fate and her own fixed destiny. You were feverish, beaded in a cold sweat. A rain squall beat down sounding like galloping horses on the slate roof.
Maybe it was the fever, but for the first time on this journey you longed for her. The uptight one, taut like the stretched strings of a guitar. Did the neck really break in the end? Did her mother try to take her life again? Maybe she succeeded this time. How did you ever let those women intrude into your life, you think. Or maybe, you tell yourself, I summoned them. Maybe it wasn't the clatter that set everything in motion-maybe it was the other way around.
What came first? You were confused. The one thing you know for sure is that they are far, far away, and for this one brief moment, you miss them.
And while all this is going on, the chain reaction from the clatter continues. The guesthouse manager hands you a newspaper in English with a front page article and photos about three bombings in Phnom Penh. The anti-Hun Sen party was presumed responsible.
In a related incident, two monks were shot dead, after which water cannons, guns, and tanks were mobilized. A train had rolled off a cliff in India, killing hundreds, and a Swissair jet crashed in Canada, killing all aboard.
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The woman is sitting back in the cushy chair, avoiding your eyes. That was the day the seed planted itself on your head. And slowly it began to sprout.
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You were advised time and again: never, ever get close to a patient. You broke the rule. Patients are like vipers. Lower your defenses, and they strike; move in too close, and they bite. That's why you're supposed to keep your distance at all times. But you ignored all that advice. The woman came to see you often. I like how you don't try to cure me, she said. You felt her teeth sinking deep into your neck, but you couldn't shake her off.
You're out drinking together in a bar in Kangnam. When I was young, you tell her, there was an acacia tree in front of our house. Come nightfall, its shadow would dance across the curtains, and I was haunted by an image of its branches snaking their way inside. There was a hornets' nest in the tree, and the air around us was thick with hornets that killed off my father's honeybees. The honeybees fought back violently, but then one hornet can easily kill hundreds of honeybees. When had that battle begun? Long before I was born. It was probably imprinted in their DNA.
The more you drank, the less clear it became who was counseling whom. And once that line had vanished, the two of you were in bed. It felt comfortable not to have to talk. She stroked you lovingly, maternally. She let you suckle at her breasts, she bathed you. You were still new to sex, but she guided you patiently. Don't be afraid, she said. It's like singing a song. It's all that time you spend listening to other people. All patients lie, you know-they want their doctors to think they're normal. That's why they get tripped up by the trick 
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The woman improved dramatically. She was able to sleep without pills, the voices went away and the depression subsided.
It wasn't clear whether it was the sex or having someone to talk to.
Maybe it was a bit of both. She became infatuated with you, and you didn't leave her. Actually, the two trips you took together weren't bad. Sometimes she wouldn't come out of her room, but it never got serious. It seemed her only symptoms now were a slight trace of hysteria. Even that had its charm. Like most hysteria cases, the girl had a flair for drama, and once in a while she gave you a pleasant shock. You' d arrive to find wine and candles on the table, or she' d be waiting for you wearing a racy outfit.
But the better she got, the more uneasy you felt. She wants to have your baby, she told you. That shook you up even more.
The seed was sinking its roots further and further. The spreading branches cast a shadow over your window. The branches lurched and swayed whenever the wind blew. You started to think that you liked her a lot better when she was your patient. Her obsession intensified, she suspected you had something going on with all your patients, the sex grew more violent and her phone calls and pages more frequent.
You talked about breaking up. She made one attempt on her own life, and two on yours. She didn't cry; she just picked up a knife.
Every time you tried to leave her, it was the same. One time, the paring knife missed your neck and hit your shoulder instead, and 
Azalea
The tree frightens me, you say. The monk smiles. Why does it scare you, he counters, as he looks up at the tree whose roots have been eating away at the great stone Buddha for centuries. What scares me, you answer, is that these trees are crushing the statues and temples. The monk rises, placing the leftover food in its wax paper and back into his satchel. He brings his palms together, bows to the strangled stone statue, says, is the tree destroying the stone, or has the stone gotten in the tree's way?
But isn't that the way of the world? There is in each object a place where the seeds of its own destruction can grow. Until a few years ago all the temples of Angkor Wat were hidden by a thick jungle, but now Ta Prohm-the temple you see here-is the only surviving witness. A gust of wind ruffles the monk's robes and dries your sweat. The jungle did two things, the monk continues. First, the tree roots wore away at the statues and temples. At the same time, they forced the statues and temples to resist their own destruction and disintegration. Statues and trees have survived for 900 years in this embrace. Sandstone wears down easily here, he explained; if it were not for the trees, many of these temples would have been turned to dust long ago. But isn't that what life is all about?
The old Cambodian monk smiled brightly at you. He must be one of the few hundred monks that survived the Khmer Rouge slaughter. Judging by his age, he would have witnessed French colonialism, Lon Nol, the Khmer Rouge, the Vietnamese invasion of Cambodia, and, more recently, the civil war. He probably lives on alms from Buddhist followers and tourists. And here he stands, stroking a tree that is eating away at the Buddha; and then he ambles off. You look up again at the tree. It is silent in return.
14 You remain at the temple, observing the tree. A pair of black butterflies flutters overhead. Suddenly, it hits you: maybe for the woman you are this tree. Taking advantage of the aura of your appeal as a therapist, you tempted her into having sex with you at your convenience. In the end, it was you who were being treated.
Her hysteria was just an excuse to get away. Which was more dangerous: your cutting remarks or the fruit knife she' d brandished?
Who, after all, is the tree, and who the Buddha?
You climb back on your scooter, and ease your way back to the guesthouse. Alongside you, people are bicycling home from a day's work, pedaling laboriously. You glide past them and arrive to find the television in the lobby tuned to a short science clip on CNNthe final episode in the chain of events triggered by the clatter of the dish.
The clip reported a supernova sighted within the Magellan Galaxy, as bright as the supernova discovered by Kepler in 1604.
A dish clatters, your girl left you, a woman attempts suicide, a gas explosion obliterates an apartment building, three bombs explode in Phnom Penh, an airliner crashes over Canada; that these events 
